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REMEMBERING EMOTIONAL, CENTRAL AND PERIPHERAL  
INFORMATION: HOW DIFFERENT MEMORY TASKS AND INDIVIDUAL  
DIFFERENCES INFLUENCE EYEWITNESS TESTIMONY 
 
Gurjog Bagri, Ph.D. and Tomazia Galhardo 
 
Few researchers have explored how individuals remember de-
tails of criminal events in the context of eyewitness testimony. 
With more detailed information, jurors, for example, could deduce 
psychological causality and attribute responsibility more accurate-
ly. Memory research reveals that remembering specific details is 
dependent on the type of task used. When using recall, individuals 
have difficulty remembering emotional details that could provide 
insight into the intentions of the criminal. However, recognition 
favors memory for emotional details, providing greater depth of 
knowledge. Differences in personality, such as emotional intelli-
gence, can influence memory as well. We explored these factors by 
testing memory of a fictional rape scene using three categories of 
information: emotional, central and peripheral. For recall and 
recognition, there were significant differences between emotional, 
central and peripheral details. Recognition favored emotional de-
tails; recall favored central and peripheral details. In addition, we 
found advantageous processing of information for emotionally in-
telligent individuals. Our research reveals how individuals possess 
a range of knowledge about criminal events, which provides valu-
able information to jurors for deducing psychological causality. 
We show how individual differences and the type of memory task 
used can impact remembering, which has implications for the 
cognitive interview.  
When an individual is an eyewitness to a crime he or she tends 
to remember more information central to the event rather than 
information that is peripheral to the event. The increased amount 
of attention people allocate toward central information is best ex-
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plained by the Easterbrook hypothesis, which states that arousal 
leads to the “narrowing” of attention. This effect reduces memory 
for the stimuli’s periphery and increases memory for the “gist” of 
the event. Although various studies have documented this 
“memory narrowing” effect (1), other studies have revealed con-
tradictory findings (2). The inconsistencies in the recall of central 
and peripheral information across studies within eyewitness tes-
timony may be due to the use of a category that allocates all in-
formation from the event into a single category called central in-
formation. This can be problematic if, for example, a far more ac-
curate, detailed memory of a witnessed crime is needed for juror 
decision making.   
In eyewitness testimony the use of a set of categories using a 
greater range of information is important, since the existence of 
emotional content within the central part of the scene could influ-
ence what we remember as a witness to an event. For example, 
Heuer and Reisberg’s (2) study showed that much of the central, 
thematic, and plot-relevant information was emotional in nature. 
Christianson (3) pointed out that the central information repre-
sented the source of emotional arousal, which included the rele-
vant information that allowed participants to extract and under-
stand the emotional significance of the event. In the past, re-
searchers have neglected other subtle information that may exist 
within the central part of the scene. Studies such as Heath and Er-
ickson’s (4) have used only central and peripheral categories to 
measure memory after varied post-event presentation, which 
again neglects the existence of other information such as emotion-
al details. However, other researchers have explored additional 
criteria revealing successful recall for other types of details.  
Overall, it is clear that the use of additional criteria that can 
measure what we remember from a criminal event has been ne-
glected for some time. Those who witness a crime would remem-
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ber a greater range of information which can be valuable since it 
can reduce the obscurity around attribution of responsibility and 
clarify psychological causality in criminal cases. Indeed, research-
ers such as Wiener and Rinehart (5) have shown how the evalua-
tion of a mental state, in legal cases, is based on people’s judgment 
of motivation, intention, and rationality, assessed from the attack-
er’s behavior. This suggests that within a criminal event there are 
important details relating to the mental state or subjective infor-
mation about the perpetrator and victim. This type of information 
would be invaluable for jurors, for example, who could then de-
duce psychological causality such as psychological dispositions, 
and thought patterns. This would allow the jurors to better under-
stand the reason why a perpetrator committed a particular crime, 
enabling jurors to make accurate judgments in criminal cases. 
Importantly, information that can be used to deduce psycho-
logical causality and attribute responsibility will be of greatest 
benefit in legal cases where criminal intent is blurred, none more 
so than in the crime of rape which involves an underlying act that, 
under moral situations where the intent of both partners is clear, 
can be both pleasurable and necessary to individuals (6). The in-
tent and perceptions of the participants may be ambiguous and 
conflicting, which can determine whether the act crossed the line 
between lawful, consensual intercourse and unlawful, forcible 
rape. The verbal and nonverbal cues present are open to misper-
ception resulting in distortion between the sender’s intent and the 
receiver’s interpretation (7); however an eyewitness to a sexual 
assault can be a valuable source of information in providing addi-
tional information, such as intention of the criminal and victim. 
Furthermore, research on the bystander effect and sexual assault 
reveals how bystanders who remain as passive viewers without inter-
vening are present in one third of sexual assaults (8). Research has 
suggested that bystanders who have passively witnessed a sexual as-
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sault will remember important details about the event which requires 
further exploration (9). 
In general, an individual who has witnessed an emotional 
event will have greater memory for emotional details. Research 
has revealed how emotional information in an event can evoke 
greater feeling in us, drawing our attention further toward emo-
tional parts of the event (10). If central information in a crime 
scene contains information relating to facial expressions, non-
verbal cues, intentions and feelings of the victims, then we would 
be able to remember and discriminate between these types of 
emotional details later on when asked to recall them. This sup-
ports both the work of Louw and Venter (11) and Heur and Reis-
berg (2) where individuals shifted focus toward the center of the 
scene, which was the site of emotional arousal resulting in the re-
call of specific emotional information. This shows how emotional 
information is distinctive, which enhances recall, resulting in the 
ability to discriminate between details, leading to a far more accu-
rate memory of the event. 
Since greater attention is shifted toward the emotional part of 
the scene, it appears that those who are more proficient at per-
ceiving and understanding emotions would then have an even 
greater advantage at directing their attention toward emotional 
information. This has been demonstrated by several researchers, 
such as Ciarrochi et al. (12) and Mikolajczak et al. (13), who 
showed that during negative emotionally arousing events, indi-
viduals with high emotional intelligence remembered more nega-
tive information than low emotional intelligent individuals. To ex-
plain these effects, Aspinwall and colleagues (14), state that per-
sonality traits, such as emotional intelligence, will allow individu-
als to detect threat and danger more quickly. In general, emotional 
intelligence is a measure of how well individuals can perceive and 
analyze emotions in others. In the case of high emotional intelli-
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gent individuals they will have a greater ability to perceive and 
analyze emotional expressions than low emotional intelligent in-
dividuals, resulting in increased recall of emotional details. In rela-
tion to eyewitness accounts we see a great deal of variation in re-
call scripts, and the abundance of subjectivity in recollections may 
be due to individual differences in processing arousing events that 
contain emotional information. 
Thus, we wanted to explore various issues related to eyewit-
ness testimony. First, we wanted to test whether individuals could 
discriminate between emotional information and other central 
information but also remember both types of information leading 
to a far more accurate memory of a criminal event. We created 
three categories: emotional details, central details and peripheral 
details and tested whether individuals could discriminate and re-
member details from each category. A primary concern for eye-
witness testimony is the category central information, which ap-
pears to blur the boundary with other types of information that 
co-exist centrally to an event. However, by having a strict criterion 
that defines emotional information from other information in a 
crime we can then see how individuals are allocating attention to 
specific emotional information, such as intentions of the perpetra-
tor or feelings of disgust in the victim.  
Second, we used two different types of memory tests: recall 
and recognition. This is because recall appears to be the standard 
memory task that is used, for instance, in the cognitive interview 
(15). The impact of emotional information has not been measured 
using both recall and recognition tasks, thus any effects from emo-
tional details have been neglected. We used both a recall task and 
a recognition task since we predicted that successful remembering 
would be dependent on the type of memory task used. This has 
important implications for the cognitive interview since this pro-
cedure relies on coding subjective information through a proce-
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dure that relies on recall. However, emotional information can be 
abstract and complex and so more difficult to remember when 
asked to recall, as opposed to physical details such as the type of 
clothes the perpetrator wore (16). Important information such as 
intention and feelings of the victim or perpetrator will not be re-
membered as well if recall is used as a standard procedure in in-
vestigative cases. However, in memory research, a different type 
of memory task called recognition leads to greater remembering 
of emotional information. This is because when individuals are 
presented with a cue word during recognition tasks, they will have 
a feeling of familiarity for that item resulting in rapid remember-
ing of information. Attention appears to be focused automatically 
and preferentially on emotionally arousing stimuli and, as a result, 
arousal subjects display greater performance overall (17). Also, 
since we were measuring differences between emotional, central 
and peripheral details we selected a fictional rape scene as stimuli. 
We wanted to see if participants could discriminate emotional de-
tails from central and peripheral details for a scene that contained 
ambiguous and complex behaviors that would require the analysis 
of intentions and feelings of the individuals based on facial expres-
sions and non-verbal cues and any other cues in a scene.   
Finally, we wanted to explore whether individual differences 
can influence the remembering of emotional information. If inves-
tigators are asking questions related to emotional details from a 
witnessed crime, then certain individuals may be better at re-
membering intentions of the victim or perpetrator than other in-
dividuals. In our study, we tested whether recall or recognition of 
emotional information, as well as other information, is influenced 
by emotional intelligence levels across individuals. 
METHOD 
Participants 
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A total of 70 undergraduate students from the University of 
Huddersfield (27 male [38.6 %] and 43 female [61.4 %]) were re-
cruited to participate in the study through the psychology de-
partment's SONA system and opportunity sampling. Fifteen of 
them classified themselves as White British (21.4%); twelve of 
them as Lithuanian (17.1%); nine as Portuguese (12.9%); nine as 
Greek (12.9%); six as Chinese (8.6%); four as Indian British 
(5.7%); four as Czech (5.7%); four as Spanish (5.7%); two as Ni-
gerian (2.9 %); one as Venezuelan (1.4%) and one as Syrian 
(1.4%). Furthermore, a small percentage of them (4.3%) reported 
to suffer from an anxiety disorder.  
Materials and Apparatus 
A three-minute long clip portraying a scene of rape was dis-
played through a computer screen to each participant. The clip be-
gins with a young woman arriving at a photography studio to pose 
for photos. There are two men present who are different in ap-
pearance (age, hair, clothes and height). After a brief conversation 
among the three of them, the young man decides to leave. The 
woman remains with the older man who begins the photo session. 
He asks her to remove her clothes, but she is reluctant. He ap-
proaches her to ask again, but when she hesitates he grabs her and 
forces her to the floor. He removes her clothes as she struggles. 
Following the attack, the man leaves the studio and the young 
woman is left alone. She is visibly traumatized as the film ends.  
In order to have the participants’ undivided attention and min-
imize background distractions, each participant was given a pair 
of headphones to listen to the film sequence.  
The Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire TEIQue (18) is 
a self-reported and valid measurement instrument predicated on 
trait EI theory. In this study, for the purposes of acquiring a global 
comprehension of the individual’s emotional intelligence, the 
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short form of the TEIQue (TEIQue-SF) was used. This version, 
based on the long form (19), consists of 30 items rated on a 7-
point Likert scale. These items represent each of the 15 subscales 
of the TEIQue and present a broad coverage of the domain and the 
person’s general emotional functioning.  
In order to evaluate the participants’ memory performance, 
they completed a free recall test. The recall test was scored by at-
tributing one point to each element of central, peripheral and 
emotional information recalled. The scoring methodology was 
based on a prior categorization of all central, peripheral and emo-
tional information featured on the sequences of the film. Inde-
pendent judges evaluated the sequences of the film as central, pe-
ripheral and emotional.  
The recognition consisted of 24 sentences that presented a co-
herent narration of the events of the film clip in chronological or-
der. They included both factual information and false information 
in equal amounts, as well as an equal amount of central, peripheral 
and emotional information (eight sentences for each type of in-
formation).  
Information was classified in terms of being central, peripheral 
or emotional. A detail was considered central if 1) it was related to 
the main characters involved in the film clip or if its contents could 
not be replaced without altering the course of the story (e.g., the 
attacker kissed the girl on her shoulders). A detail was classified 
as emotional if it was expressed by the victim or attacker, such as 
sadness, shock, or satisfaction (e.g., the girl had a look of anguish 
on her face). Any details related to the background, or to any other 
characters that were not essential to the course of action, were 
classified as peripheral (e.g., the room walls were painted pink 
and white). 
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After each sentence there was a 5-point scale to measure par-
ticipant’s confidence, where 1 meant “Not confident at all” and 5 
“Absolutely confident.” 
Design 
This experiment used a repeated measures design for the re-
call and recognition task with three levels for emotional, central 
and peripheral information. The experiment used a repeated 
measures ANOVA for the analysis for the three levels of infor-
mation and then paired t-tests for further analysis.  
Procedure 
Participants in groups of ten or less were called to carry out an 
experiment on memory accuracy and eyewitness testimony. They 
were briefed about the experiment. After consent was obtained, 
each participant was positioned in front of a computer and asked 
to put the headphones on. Once they had done this they were 
asked to play the film clip on their screens.  
Following this, participants were asked to remain silent. They 
were then given their first task, which was a free recall test. This 
task asked them to write down as much content as they recalled 
from the film clip. Participants were given as much as time as they 
needed to complete this task. Once they had finished the recall 
task, they were given a five-minute break.  
Afterward, participants were given the recognition test. In this 
task, participants were asked to indicate whether they believe 
each of the sentences to be true or false and to rate the confidence 
level of their responses. As soon as all participants had completed 
this task, they were given the TEIQue and asked to rate their re-
sponses.  
Finally, all participants were debriefed about the aims of this 
research as well as given an explanation about how their data will 
be used. Since they had watched a crime of a violent nature, they 
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were also provided with a counseling services number in case it 
had caused them any psychological distress.  
RESULTS 
Recall 
The participants’ responses for the recall test were analyzed 
using a repeated measures ANOVA with type of information as a 
variable.  
Participants were found to recall more central information (M 
= 3.94; SD = 2.19) than peripheral information (M = 3.55; SD = 
2.21) and more central than emotional information (M = 2.30; SD 
= 1.36). In addition participants recalled more peripheral infor-
mation (M = 3.55; SD = 2.21) than emotional information (M = 
2.30; SD = 1.36). A repeated measures ANOVA revealed signifi-
cance between the type of information recalled F (2, 138) = 17.24, 
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.20. Further paired t-test analyses were done be-
tween type of information and revealed that central information 
was significantly higher than emotional information, t(69) = 6.14, 
p < 0.001, but was not significantly higher than peripheral infor-
mation, t(69) = 1.33, p = 0.19. However, peripheral information 
was significantly higher than emotional information, t(69) = 4.08, 
p < 0.001. 
To understand the difference in the recall of information based 
on emotional intelligent levels (EI), we performed a repeated 
measures ANOVA for each category among low, medium and high 
emotionally intelligent groups.  A tertile split was performed and 
participants were assigned to a low (<33rd percentile, n = 23), 
moderate (33rd to 66th percentile, n = 23), or high (>66th per-
centile, n = 24) group. For emotional information there was a sig-
nificant difference between low (M = 1.83; SD = 1.15), medium 
(M = 2.87; SD = 1.25) and high EI groups (M = 2.13; SD = 1.46), F 
(2, 44) = 4.96, p = 0.01, η2 = 0.18. Further paired t-tests revealed 
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a significant difference between low and medium groups only, 
t(22) = 3.29, p = 0.003. However, for both central and peripheral 
information there was a non-significant difference between low, 
medium, and high EI groups (p > 0.05). 
Errors 
Participants were found to make more errors for central in-
formation (M = 0.74; SD = 1.12) than peripheral information (M 
= 0.51; SD = 0.86) and more errors than emotional information 
(M = 0.10; SD = 0.30). In addition, participants made more errors 
for peripheral information (M = 0.51; SD = 0.86) than emotional 
information (M = 0.10; SD = 0.30). A repeated measures ANOVA 
revealed significance between errors made for type of information 
recalled F (2, 138) = 10.49, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.13. Further paired t-
test analyses were done between type of information and revealed 
that central information was significantly higher than emotional 
information, t(69) = 4.66, p < 0.001 but was not significantly 
higher than peripheral information, t(69) = 1.30, p = 0.20. How-
ever, peripheral information was significantly higher than emo-
tional information, t(69) = 3.96, p < 0.001. 
A repeated measures ANOVA was performed for each category 
between low, medium and high EI individuals. For emotional in-
formation there was a non-significant difference between low (M 
= 0.04; SD = 0.21), medium (M = 0.13; SD = 0.34) and high EI 
groups (M = 0.13; SD = 0.34), F (2, 44) = 0.66, p = 0.52, η2 = 0.03. 
However, further paired t-tests revealed a significant difference 
between low and medium groups only, t(22) = 11.02, p < 0.001. 
For both central and peripheral information there was a non-
significant difference between low, medium, and high EI groups (p 
> 0.05). 
Recognition 
32 / BAGRI AND GALLHARDO: EMOTIONAL, CENTRAL, AND PERIPHERAL INFORMATION 
 
The participants’ responses for the recognition test were ana-
lyzed using a repeated measures ANOVA with type of information 
as a variable.  
Hit Rates 
Hit rates revealed that participants were found to recognize 
less central information (M = 0.76; SD = 0.12) than peripheral in-
formation (M = 0.82; SD = 0.13). However, hit rates for emotional 
information (M = 0.87; SD = 0.08) were higher than peripheral 
information (M = 0.82, SD = 0.13) and higher than central infor-
mation (M = 0.76, SD = 0.12). A repeated measures ANOVA for hit 
rates for the recognition task revealed significance between the 
type of information, F (2, 138) = 17.74, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.21. Fur-
ther paired t-test analyses were done between type of information 
and revealed that hit rates for emotional information was signifi-
cantly higher than central information, t(69) = 6.15, p < 0.001 
and significantly higher than peripheral information, t(69) = 2.66, 
p = 0.01. In addition, peripheral information was significantly 
higher than central information, t(69) = 3.19, p = 0.002. 
To understand the difference in the hit rates, we performed a 
repeated measures ANOVA for each category between low, medi-
um and high EI groups.  For central information there was a signif-
icant difference between low (M = 0.75; SD = 0.13) medium (M = 
0.70; SD = 0.11) and high EI groups (M = 0.84; SD = 0.12), F (2, 
44) = 6.51, p = 0.003, η2 = 0.23. Further paired t-test revealed 
there was significant difference between medium and high EI 
groups for central information, t(22) = 4.09, p < 0.001 and signifi-
cant difference between low and high EI group for central infor-
mation, t (22) = 2.14, p = 0.044. For emotional and peripheral in-
formation, there was a non-significant difference between low, 
medium, and high EI groups (p > 0.05). 
False Alarm Rates 
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False alarm rates revealed that participants made more false 
alarms for central information (M = 0.24; SD = 0.12) than periph-
eral information (M = 0.18; SD = 0.13) and more than emotional 
information (M = 0.13, SD = 0.08). Overall emotional information 
contained the least false alarms for the recognition task. A repeat-
ed measures ANOVA for false alarm rates for the recognition task 
revealed significance between the type of information, F (2, 138) 
= 19.10, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.22. Further paired t-test analyses were 
done between type of information and revealed that false alarm 
rates for emotional information was significantly lower than cen-
tral information, t(69) = 6.46, p < 0.001 and significantly lower 
than peripheral information, t(69) = 2.62, p = 0.01. In addition, 
peripheral information was significantly lower than central infor-
mation, t (69) = 3.38, p = 0.001. 
To understand the difference in the false alarms, we performed 
a repeated measures ANOVA for each category between low, me-
dium and high EI groups.  For central information there was a sig-
nificant difference between low (M = 0.25; SD = 0.12) medium (M 
= 0.29; SD = 0.13) and high EI groups (M = 0.17; SD = 0.11), F (2, 
44) = 5.59, p = 0.007, η2 = 0.20. Further paired t-test revealed 
there was a significant difference between medium and high EI 
groups for central information, t(22) = 3.27, p = 0.003 and signifi-
cant difference between low and high EI groups, t(22) = 2.22, p = 
0.037. However, for emotional information and peripheral infor-
mation there was a non-significant difference between low, medi-
um, and high EI groups (p > 0.05). 
Confidence 
Analyses revealed that there was a significant difference in 
confidence ratings between central (M = 4.08), peripheral (M = 
3.55) and emotional (M = 3.39), F (2, 136) = 10.96, p < 0.001, η2 
= 0.14. In addition, subjects placed greater confidence on their 
correct answers (M=4.36, SD=0.06) in comparison to the incor-
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rect ones (M=2.98, SD= 0.13), F (1, 68) = 132.57, p <0.001, η2 = 
0.66. 
DISCUSSION 
Our findings reveal how participants are able to differentiate 
and successfully recall and recognize emotional details, central 
details and peripheral details, all of which were represented in a 
rape scene. Rather than blurring of information, individuals can 
remember and distinguish emotional content, which contained 
valuable information relating to motives, feelings and thoughts, 
from other central details in a crime scene. However, during the 
recall task, the remembering of emotional details was lower and 
had the highest number of errors compared to central and periph-
eral details. In addition, the recall task revealed the highest recall 
and lowest intrusions for central details, followed by peripheral 
details, which was consistent with past findings. In contrast, dur-
ing the recognition task the remembering of emotional details was 
higher than both central and peripheral details and also emotional 
details had the least amount of false alarm rates. Furthermore, 
since the task involved remembering emotional information, we 
measured individual differences in the processing of emotional 
content and found an advantageous processing for emotionally 
intelligent individuals in both recall and recognition tasks. 
Our research shows how emotionally arousing criminal events 
direct our attention to the central part of the scene, which does 
result in the prising of emotional information from central actions. 
This means that individuals are able to quite successfully distin-
guish emotional information from other information occurring in 
a crime scene. However, we have shown that a commonly used 
method for remembering details within investigative procedures, 
such as recall, results in lower remembering of emotional infor-
mation due to cognitive constraints during the recall task. The 
reason we saw lower recall of emotional details compared to cen-
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tral details during recall was because memory involves a complex, 
reconstructive process, which requires some degree of effort (20). 
Second, the construction of a complex mental image that is ab-
stract, such as emotional information, will take longer to form, 
maintain and inspect (21). Both these stages would result in an 
increasing amount of effort on processing during recall since in 
our experiment participants had to recall physical details, emo-
tional, cognitive, and spatial information. Furthermore, attention 
would be needed to retrieve, maintain and inspect the face. The 
subsequent and successful assignment of a corresponding emo-
tional trait to a face would involve the analysis of the facial ex-
pression, placing further demands on the ability to identify and 
categorize an emotion. Both the recall data and error rates for 
emotional information confirm this explanation. In support of this, 
we found that peripheral details were recalled more than emo-
tional details since this category contained physical details, which 
required less effort to analyze and inspect the mental image (21). 
This has important implications for the cognitive interview, 
which relies on remembering emotional information, such as men-
tal states or feelings of the perpetrator, using recall, which will be 
lower and result in higher intrusions (15). We have shown that 
when subjective information is required during investigative pro-
cedures, and in particular if higher levels of accuracy are needed, 
then a recognition procedure would be more effective. For recog-
nition, we predicted the opposite effect—where individuals would 
rely on familiarity resulting in greater memory for emotional de-
tails. Research in recognition reveals that when individuals are 
presented with a cue word they can have a feeling of familiarity 
for that item resulting in rapid retrieval. This type of task favors 
the remembering of emotional details. Recognition tasks that in-
volve remembering emotions in faces, or emotional behavior that 
involves fear or anxiety automatically activates regions of the 
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brain associated with processing emotional behavior (22). Of all 
the details in our study, the victim’s facial expression of pain and 
suffering evoked empathy in the viewer. As a result, when pre-
sented with a cue word relating to this emotional detail, a feeling 
of familiarity was immediately evoked, resulting in retrieval of fur-
ther emotional information. This explanation is confirmed by data 
on central details, which were lower than emotional details. Fur-
ther support for this comes from the errors for emotional infor-
mation, which was lower than central or peripheral, but also from 
confidence ratings for emotional information, which were higher 
than central and peripheral.  
We have shown how individuals encode a range of knowledge 
about a crime scene, which can be extremely valuable for jurors or 
investigators, particularly for ambiguous cases (23). However, our 
results also show how valuable knowledge about a crime case will 
remain untapped due to constraints placed by the type of memory 
task used, which will influence retrieval. At present, eyewitness 
testimony information is characterized as either central or pe-
ripheral, with little or no criteria for accurately recording infor-
mation pertaining to intention, feeling or motivation in an empiri-
cal setting. With verification through experimental work, psycho-
logical causality and attribution of responsibility in ambiguous 
cases can lead to greater accuracy for the legal justice system. This 
will be particularly useful for sexual assaults as research reveals 
how a third of sexual assaults are witnessed by passive bystand-
ers. In the present research, the participants acted as passive by-
standers witnessing a sexual assault. The findings reveal how passive 
bystanders remember valuable emotional information and other details 
that could be used to aid the legal system and investigators but also 
support bystander intervention programs for sexual assault. 
In relation to how we remember past events, research has re-
vealed how an event consists of a range of knowledge that in-
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cludes sensory details, emotional details and cognitive details 
(20). We have shown that witnessing a crime is similar to experi-
encing any other episodic event, in that individuals have a poten-
tial source of emotional knowledge relating to intention, feelings 
and thoughts from a crime scene. As individuals witness such 
emotional events their attention will be directed toward specific 
emotional content, resulting in a memory bias. As a result, an emo-
tionally arousing scene will enhance the subjects’ range of atten-
tion, to produce richer, more detailed memory (2) which, as we 
have shown, can be coded into separate categories.  
Finally, we predicted that emotional intelligence will mediate 
the remembering of emotional information, resulting in differ-
ences between high, medium and low emotional intelligent indi-
viduals. Our data for emotional intelligence suggests there was se-
lective processing of emotional information for emotionally intel-
ligent individuals. The research shows that one of the key person-
ality aspects that has a strong impact on emotional processing and 
remembering has some effect on eyewitnesses during emotionally 
distinctive criminal events. This coincides with the research by 
Petrides and Furnham (24) who showed that high emotional intel-
ligent individuals are able to perceive emotional expressions far 
more than low emotional intelligent individuals during a recogni-
tion task. This also confirms the work of Mikolajczak et al. (13) on 
how emotionally intelligent individuals tend to remember more 
details from unpleasant events. This suggests that individual dif-
ferences in eyewitnesses influence the memory of an event which 
could have an impact on investigative cases and the subsequent 
jury decisions. In general, jurors, in their role as legal decision 
makers, construct their own summary or “story” of what occurred 
based on their own schema, but will do so when presented with 
information from an eyewitness testimony at trial (25). Our work 
shows that eyewitnesses can present different information based 
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on their personality traits, which could influence jury decisions. To 
accommodate the complexity of cases where psychological causal-
ity is difficult to deduce, we suggest researchers in eyewitness tes-
timony first broaden the categories that are required to accurately 
represent the detailed information that we encode during experi-
ences, to include intentions, facial expressions, and other non-
verbal cues, which are contained within central information. In 
addition, researchers within this field will need to consider the 
impact of individual differences on eyewitness testimony.  
In the past, research has shown little sex differences in recall 
for sexual assaults, for example; however, where differences are 
seen, conclusions have been ambiguous (26). This may be because 
the criteria for recall have been too broad and have included only 
central and peripheral information with other more detailed in-
formation remaining undetected. The benefit for the legal system 
of creating more specific criteria relating to intentions of the vic-
tim versus criteria relating to the intentions of the attacker would 
allow us to see possible distortions in memory mediated by sex or 
other factors. Further benefits of having specific criteria in a con-
trolled experimental condition for measuring details that were 
witnessed would involve researchers and legal practitioners to 
construct a chronological order of emotional and action based de-
tails, which would enable a juror to understand the dynamics of 
the relationship and attribute responsibility accurately (27). In 
terms of practical application, for instance in a legal case, investi-
gators could collate valuable objective and subjective information 
from the cognitive interview, which can then be categorized into a 
set of questions and given to the eyewitness in a recognition para-
digm, for example. 
Overall, our findings reveal that for recognition emotion is fa-
vored over central actions, whereas for recall central actions and 
peripheral actions are favored over emotional details. This sug-
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gests knowledge about a crime scene is dependent on the type of 
memory task used and any informative value inherent in emotion-
al information can be enhanced by individual differences in emo-
tional processing ability. Our work suggests that central events 
not only contain actions pertaining to the criminal or victim, but 
also other, far more subtle and complex emotional information 
conveyed through facial expressions. It is advantageous for the 
legal system to use the information that we encode on facial ex-
pressions and non-verbal cues that convey important information 
about intentions, motives and feelings of both the attacker and vic-
tim. Therefore, it is imperative for those working in the investiga-
tive field or criminological research to construct additional cate-
gories. Further work will then need to be conducted to understand 
how different type of memory tasks can influence the remember-
ing of a criminal event, which will provide greater clarity in court 
cases or police investigations.  
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